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Biagi: An Hour in Hell

An Hour in Hell

A

pril 2014—a month before our
Confirmation. Soon, eight years
of religious education classes
would culminate in the final sacrament of
initiation: We’d finally be considered adults
in the Catholic Church. Michael and I sit
huddled around my phone, debating which
dress I should wear for the service. He insists I wear the sleeveless periwinkle skater
dress with ruffles on the skirt because I look
“just too fabulous” in it and “couldn’t pos-

sibly wear anything else.”
Michael nudges me as our two seminarian teachers walk into the room. I immediately slip my phone into my pocket and sit up
straight in my chair. The tall, blond, Communion-wafer-thin one writes “The Holy
Sacrament of Marriage” on the chalkboard,
while the short, stout one with dark hair begins today’s lesson.
“Good evening class. Today we will be discussing the Holy Sacrament of Marriage and
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fohow God envisioned it. We can also discuss
the modern deviants of God’s plan at the end
if we have time.” My eyes dart to Michael,
hoping to see if he’s as perplexed as I am.
He’s looking straight ahead, hyper-focused
on the lesson. I notice he’s wearing a new hot
pink polo shirt. It looks striking against his
pale, freckled skin. The rest of the class is listening to the short seminarian just as intently.
The tall one steps next to his fellow teacher
and rests his hand on his shoulder. “Shall we
read what Jesus has to say about marriage?”
The short one looks up into his eyes for a few
long seconds, transfixed by those baby blue
sparklers, and then nods his head slowly. The
tall one reaches for a Bible on the desk, opens
it, and begins to read. The short one stares at
the tall one’s lips as he forms the words, “Marriage is between a man and a woman.”
“Did you hear that scriptural students?”
The tall one’s voice startles the short one,
breaking his almost lustful trance. I stare a
moment longer, my forehead wrinkling. The
tall one raises his voice even louder: “Marriage can only be between a MAN and a
WOMAN!”
The short one’s mouth turns up at the
edges as he declares, “Repeat after him students: Marriage is between a man and a
woman!” My eyes zigzag frantically around
the room as everyone’s mouths open, and
the words come tumbling out. My jaw remains clenched the entire recitation. I turn to
Michael, and my cheeks burn and tingle as I
see his head turned down towards the desk.
Michael, the boy I had met in Madame
Payton’s preschool class at this very church,
Saint James, years ago. Michael, the boy I
had attended Religious Education classes with
every year since. Michael, my slam poetry
partner for the eighth-grade slam. Michael,

the boy my dad said looked like a leprechaun
with his red curly hair, green eyes, and pale
freckled skin. Michael, the boy who some
kids teased for being “weird” or “different.”
Michael, the boy who some parents called
“eccentric” or even “flamboyant.” But to me,
he was just Michael: my sweet, boisterous, hilarious friend.
The tall seminarian chimes in, “NOWHERE in the Bible does it say that marriage can be between a man and another
man, or a woman and another woman. Gay
marriage devalues the Holy Sacrament of
Marriage.”
The short one nods his head passionately. “Gays are deviants of God’s plan. They
chose to sin, and therefore end up in Hell.”
His disgusting words scrape the insides of
my stomach before landing at its pit. Every
moral lesson I had learned from the Catholic
Church—to love thy neighbor, to treat everyone with respect, that God forgives our
sins—were dimmed into obscurity by the
hateful black cloud of the lesson they had
just preached. If Catholics believed what I
had just been told, I no longer wanted to be
Catholic.
I turn to Michael, and my heart shatters
as I see his tear-streaked face. His damp eyes
plead with me: Help. I need to get out of
here. I want to stand up and scream, “Stop
talking you stupid hypocrites! You don’t
know anything!”
But I’m paralyzed, mouth sealed shut, butt
nailed to my seat like Jesus nailed to the cross.
Jesus was a martyr; I’m a coward. All I can
do is reach my hand out and grab Michael’s.
If the seminarians were right and Michael
would be stuck in Hell for eternity, then I can
endure this Hell-on-Earth with him for another half hour.
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